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NEO-PLASTICISM 


General Principle of Plastic Equivalence 


Although art, on the one hand, is the plastic expression of our aesthetic emotion, we cannot 
conclude that art is merely "the aesthetic expression of our subjective sensations." Logic dictates 
that art is the plastic expression of our entire being: it must therefore also be the plastic appearance 
of the non-individual, which is its absolute and nullifying opposition—on the other hand, it must be 
the direct expression of the universal in us, that is, the exact appearance of the universal outside of 
us. 

The universal thus understood is what always is and remains: for us, more or less 
unconscious, in opposition to the more or less conscious—the individual, which repeats and renews 
itself. Our entire being is as much one as the other: unconscious and conscious, immutable and 
mutable, being born and changing form under their reciprocal action. 


This action contains all the misery and all the happiness of life: misery is caused by 
continual separation, happiness by the perpetual rebirth of the changeable. The immutable is above 
all misery and all happiness: it is equilibrium. Through the immutable, we merge with all things; the 
mutable destroys our equilibrium, limits us, and separates us from all that is other than us. It is from 
this equilibrium, from the unconscious, from the immutable that art comes. It achieves its plastic 
expression through the conscious. Thus, the appearance of art is the plastic expression of the 
unconscious and the conscious. It shows the relationship between the one and the other: it changes, 
but art remains immutable. 


It is possible that in the "totality of our being," the individual or the universal dominates, or 
that a balance between the two is approached. It is this latter possibility that allows us to be 
universal as an individual: that is, to exteriorize the unconscious consciously. It is then that we see 
and hear universally because we have risen above the domination of the most exterior. Seeing the 
form of the external appearance, listening to the noises, sounds, words, they appear to us other than 
by our universal vision and hearing. What we really see or hear is the direct manifestation of the 
universal, while what we perceive outside of us as form and sound appears weakened and veiled. If 
we seek plastic expression, we express our universal perception and thereby our universal being, as 
an individual: therefore, both in equivalence. To be above the limiting form, and nevertheless to use 
the delimited form and materialized speech, is not a true manifestation of our being; it is not the 
pure plastic expression of it: a new plastic expression is inevitable, an equivalent appearance of the 
one and the other, thus a plastic expression in balanced relation. 
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All the arts strive to achieve the aesthetic plasticity of the relationship between the 
individual and the universal, the subjective and the objective, nature and spirit: thus, all the arts, 
without exception, are plastic. Despite this, only Architecture, Sculpture, and Painting are 
considered as plastic arts, because people only live in the individual conscious. However, for the 
unconscious, a musical or verbal expression is no less plastic than that of the other arts. Pure plastic 
expression is manifested through the unconscious, while it is the plastic expression in the delimited 
form that creates and represents the conscious individual. 


So far, none of the arts has been purely plastic because the individual conscious dominated: 
all were more or less descriptive, indirect, and approximate. 


The individual, dominating within us and outside of us, "describes." The universal within us 
does too, but only if it is not sufficiently conscious in our conscious (individual) to achieve pure 
appearance. 


As the universal within us becomes increasingly conscious, the indeterminate grows towards 
the determined, and the things outside of us retain their indeterminate form. Hence the necessity, as 
the unconscious (the universal within us) approaches the conscious, to constantly transform and 
better determine the capricious and indeterminate appearance of the natural phenomenon. 


Thus, the new spirit annihilates the delimited form in aesthetic expression and reconstructs 
an equivalent appearance of the subjective and the objective, the content and the container: a 
balanced duality of the universal and the individual, and with this "duality-in-plurality," it creates 
the purely aesthetic relationship. 


It seems that Literature and Music, through description and paraphrase, followed the so- 
called plastic arts. Conversely, these plastic arts seem to follow the romantic and symbolic spirit of 
Literature and Music. As long as the natural form was used as a plastic means, this tendency 
towards description could be understood, especially in Sculpture and Painting. This natural form 
veils the direct plastic expression of the universal, because the subjective and the objective are not 
in plastic equivalence. The plastic expressions of the one and the other are confused. 


The natural plastic appearance presents itself as corporality. (See De Stijl, Year 1, Art. 4, 
Dutch Organ of Neo-Plasticism.) This expresses itself plastically as a sphericity that would like to 
be flat or as a plane that would be forced to be spherical; as a curve tending towards a straight line 
or a Straight line forced to be curved. 

This plastic expression is therefore not balanced. 


Attempts were made to achieve balance through composition, but by a composition veiled in 
representation and subject. Thus, it was because impure plastic means were used that Sculpture and 
Painting arrived at description. 


Similarly, the plastic means of the Art of the word have thus become impure (form) and 
therefore follow the same path as the so-called plastic arts. There too, attempts were made to 
express the content of the whole by paraphrase and not by the word itself. The word—assembled in 
a sentence—was weakened as a homogeneous plurality. Expression was made using the symbol. 
Nevertheless, there are words, even several words that, through their own strength and mutual 
relationships, can express the two principles of being. In all the arts, the objective fought against the 
subjective, the universal against the individual: pure plastic expression, descriptive expression. 
Thus, art tended towards balanced plasticity. 
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The imbalance between the individual and the universal creates the tragic and is expressed 
in tragic plasticity. In what is either form or corporality, nature dominates: this creates the tragic. 
(De Stijl, Year 1, N.B., Article 8.) 


The tragedy of life leads to artistic creation: art, because it is abstract and in opposition to 
natural concreteness, can precede the gradual disappearance of the tragic. The more the tragic 
decreases, the purer art becomes. The new spirit can only manifest within the tragic. It finds only 
outdated forms, with the new plasticity still to be created. Born in the atmosphere of the past, it can 
only express itself in the vital reality of the abstract. (De Stijl, Year 1, N.B., Article 9.) 


Because it is part of the whole, the new spirit cannot entirely free itself from the tragic. The 
new plasticity, the expression of the vital reality of the abstract, has not entirely liberated itself from 
the tragic, but it has ceased to be dominated by it. Conversely, in the old plasticity, the tragic 
dominates. It cannot do without the tragic and tragic plasticity. 


As long as the individual dominates, tragic plasticity is necessary, because it is what, in this 
case, creates emotion. But once a period of greater maturity is reached, tragic plasticity becomes 
unbearable. 


In the vital reality of the abstract, the new man has transcended feelings of nostalgia, joy, 
delight, pain, horror, etc.; in the "constant" emotion through beauty, these have been purified and 
deepened. He reaches a much deeper vision of sensible reality. 


Things are only beautiful or ugly in time and space. The vision of the new man, having freed 
itself from these two factors, unifies everything in a single beauty. Art has always sought this vision, 
but being plastic form and following natural appearance, it could not achieve it in purity and 
remained tragic plasticity with the intention of its opposite. 


The Art of the Word strongly highlights this will. Tragedy, comedy, epic, lyricism, romanticism are 
only diverse expressions of tragic plasticity. As much as possible, and as long as it did not 
degenerate into impressionism proper (another form of tragic plasticity), it found its first opposition 
in pure realism because it is a more objective vision. 


In Painting, Neo-Impressionism, Pointillism, Divisionism attempted to abolish corporality 
dominating plasticity by eliminating modeling and the usual perspective vision. But it is only in 
Cubism that we find it established as a system. In the latter, tragic plasticity lost its dominating 
power largely through the opposition of pure color and the abstraction of natural form. 


Similarly, in other arts, Cubism, like Futurism, and later Dadaism, purified and demolished the 
domination of the tragic in plasticity. But Real Abstract Painting or Neo-Plasticism "liberated itself" 
by being a truly new plasticity. At the same time, it rose above the old appreciation and conception 
that demanded tragic plasticity. 


In general, people do not realize that imbalance is a curse for humanity and continue to ardently 
cultivate the sense of the tragic. Until now, the most external has dominated everything. The 
feminine and the material govern life and society and hinder spiritual expression in accordance with 
the masculine. In a manifesto 
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of the Futurists, the proclamation of hatred towards women (the feminine) is entirely justified. It is 
the Woman within Man that is the direct cause of the domination of the tragic in art. 


The old conception, which favored the predominance of the tragic, prevails among the 
masses. Hence, art as it is now, our theaters, cinemas, and concerts, as they are. Tragic plasticity is a 
negative force that the old conception uses to imprison. It is through it that morality, preaching, 
teaching, and so on are imposed. Let us not forget that our society desires the useful alongside the 
beautiful! 


However, the old is transforming and evolving towards the new. We have seen the new 
emerge: in all the arts, it is rising, more or less. The old only hinders the new. It counts only in 
relation to the new. At a past moment, all varieties of the old were "new" ... but not the new. For we 
must remember that we are at a cultural turning point, at the end of all that is old: the separation of 
the two is absolute and definitive. Whether recognized or not, it is logical to predict that the future 
will no longer include tragic plasticity, just as an adult is unaware of the soul of a child. 


At the same time as the dominating tragic, the new spirit eliminates description in art. 
Because the obstacle of form has been annihilated, the new art asserts itself as pure plasticity. The 
new spirit has found its plastic expression. In its maturity, the two have neutralized each other and 
merge into unity. The confusion in the apparent unity of the internal and the external has become an 
equivalent duality forming absolute unity. The individual and the universal are in a more balanced 
opposition. Because merged in unity, description becomes superfluous: one knows the other through 
itself. They express themselves plastically without using form: their relationship alone (through a 
direct plastic means) creates the plasticity. 


It is in painting that the New Plasticity first achieved complete expression. Having been able 
to be formulated because its principle has been firmly established, this plasticity is nevertheless 
continually perfected. 


Neo-Plasticism has its roots in Cubism. It can also be called Real Abstract Painting because 
the abstract (just like mathematical sciences, but without reaching the absolute as they do) can be 
expressed through a plastic reality. This is even the characteristic essence of the new Plasticity in 
Painting. It is a composition of rectangular planes in color expressing the most profound reality. It 
achieves this through the plastic expression of relationships and not through natural appearance. It 
realizes what all painting has aimed for but could not express otherwise than in a veiled manner. 


The colored planes, both through their position and dimension and through the valuation of 
color, express only relationships and not forms. The new Plasticity puts its relationships in aesthetic 
balance and thereby expresses the new harmony. 


The future of the new Plasticity and its actual realization in Painting lies in Chromoplastics 
in architecture. (De Stijl, Year 3, Trialogue 7.) It commands both the interior and the exterior of the 
building with everything in the latter that plastically expresses relationships through color. No more 
than the "New Plastic-as-painting" that prepares it, Chromoplastics is not a "decoration." It is an 
entirely new painting in which all Painting, both pictorial and decorative, is resolved. It combines 
the objective character of decorative art (but much more strongly than it) with the subjective 
character of pictorial art (but it is more profound). Currently, 
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for material and technical reasons, it is very difficult to trace its exact image. 


Currently, each art strives to express itself more directly through its plastic means and seeks 
to liberate it as much as possible. Music aims at the liberation of sound, and Literature at the 
liberation of the word. Thus, by purifying plastic means, they achieve the pure plasticity of 
relationships. The degree and mode of purification vary according to the art and the era in which 
they can be attained. 

In fact, the new spirit reveals itself through the plastic means: it expresses itself through 
composition. The latter must express a balanced plasticity in relation to the individual and the 
universal. The dominating tragic must be abolished by composition and the plastic means together: 
for if the plastic appearance is not composed in constant and neutralizing opposition, the plastic 
means would revert to the expression of "form" and would again be veiled by the descriptive. 

Thus, Neo-Plasticism in art is not merely a matter of "technique." In the New Plasticity, and 
through it, the technique changes. The touchstone of the new spirit, after composition, is precisely 
what is so often casually called "the technique." 


"It is through the appearance that one judges whether a work of art is truly the pure plastic 
expression of the universal." (De Stijl, Year 1, N.B., page 65.) 


Because Sculpture and Painting have been able to reduce primitive plastic means to a 
universal plastic means, they can express themselves plastically and effectively in accuracy and 
abstraction. Architecture, by its very nature, already possesses a plastic means liberated from the 
capricious form of natural appearance. 


In the New Plasticity, painting no longer expresses itself through the apparent corporeality 
that conveys natural expression. On the contrary, it expresses itself plastically through the plane in 
the plane. By reducing three-dimensional corporeality in painting to a plane, it expresses the pure 
relationship. 

However, Architecture, as well as Sculpture, has an advantage over Painting through its 
plastic means due to other possibilities. Through its plastic means, Architecture is an aesthetic and 
mathematical appearance, thus exact and more or less abstract. Being a composition of opposed and 
neutralizing planes, it is the exact plastic expression of the balanced aesthetic relationship in space. 
The New Plasticity does not view Architecture, any more than Painting, as morpho-plastic. That 
was the old vision. Despite the apparent form in architectural plasticity, it is not a defined and 
delimited form—no more than the composition of rectangular planes in color in the New Plasticity 
of Painting. The real form is what is closed, or round, or curved, in contrast to the apparent form of 
the rectangle where lines intersect, touch tangentially but do not cease to continue. 

Viewed as a balanced opposition of expansion and limitation in the planar composition, 
architectural expression (despite its third dimension) ceases to exist as corporeality and as an object. 
Its abstract expression even appears more direct than in Painting. 

However, the abstract is not realized through stylization; it does not appear solely through 
simplification and purification. For the abstract remains the plastic expression in relation to the 
universal: it is the deepest interiorization of the exterior and the purest exteriorization of the interior. 
(De Stijl, Year 1, N.B., art. 3.) 


Today, Architecture is seen purifying and simplifying, but few realize the plastic expression 
of the abstract. 
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As a direct manifestation of the universal, abstract plasticity neutralizes the individual. 
Currently, in striving for generalization, we only accentuate the "particularity" of the architectural 
work. It is the same with each stylized form or reduced to its geometric expression: the particular 
stands out more strongly as the capricious is more completely eliminated. Thus, today we see the 
emergence of buildings in the severe style of temples, but this is not the new. 


The new spirit abolishes the particular. It is not enough for the form to be refined or for the 
proportions of the whole to be harmonious; rather, the entire work must be only the plastic 
expression of relations and disappear as a particularity. 


Construction by masses is preferable to construction by units. In the former, the particular is 
already eliminated by the composition that arises from it. But upon closer inspection, composition 
is also the primary condition in unitary construction: just as in Painting, it is mainly composition 
that must eliminate the individual. 


However, from the beginning of Architecture, it was an unconscious attempt towards 
abstract plastic expression due to its own nature. In Architecture, it was not possible to deform the 
plastic means as radically as in Painting and Sculpture. It was only by calling upon these latter arts 
that mathematical stone occasionally became a natural appearance. Thus, it required decadence for 
the whole to take on the more capricious aspects of nature. 


Painting, on the other hand, had to progress from natural plasticity to abstract plasticity. 
Therefore, for Painting, the path to the exact plasticity of relations was more arduous. One 
understands that where Architecture, due to the ease of its plastic means, approached the expression 
of pure plasticity without fully seeing it, Painting was the first to clearly grasp that art is purest in 
the plastic expression of the sole aesthetic relation. 


Although Sculpture had at its disposal a precise method for forming shapes, it preferred, like 
painting, a more or less natural approach to form. Sometimes it achieved a stylization and even a 
spiritualization of form, but it always remained morphoplastic [focussing on shaping and form- 
giving]. 


Gradually, natural appearance acquired so many privileges that it came to be considered 
indispensable to these arts. Even Architecture shares this fate. In general, it is not recognized as 
"art" if it achieves the expression of beauty. Pure plasticity of relations, refusing to be inspired by 
nature or borrow from Sculpture and Painting for adornment, is viewed as impure. Thus, the New 
Plasticity in Painting is sometimes labeled "decoration" because instead of negating the individual 
in plasticity, it has reduced it to colored rectangular planes. On one hand, the old conception 
continues to be an obstacle to recognition and remains the greatest enemy of the new spirit. On the 
other hand, many artists fear the great difficulty of working with such a simple plastic means. 


Regardless of the situation, the new spirit must manifest in all the arts without exception. 
The differences between the arts do not mean that one is less valuable than another; it may lead to 
another manifestation but not to an opposing one. Once an art is the plastic expression of 
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the abstract, others cannot simultaneously be the plastic expression of the natural. These two do not 
go together: hence, until now, this mutual hostility. The New Plasticity abolishes this enmity: it 
creates the union of all the arts. 


Sculpture can no longer be the handmaiden of Architecture, as it often was under the old 
conception. It is no longer the plastic representation of ideas or things: it no longer exists 
morphoplastically. Through its nearly abstract plastic means, it is possible for Sculpture to become 
the aesthetic plastic expression through the balanced opposition of expansion and limitation, 
without having to account for utilitarian or constructive demands. 


Whereas ancient Sculpture and Architecture somewhat defined otherwise empty and 
indefinite space, the new Sculpture (and new Architecture as well) does so much more by reducing 
the caprice of nature through balanced composition and focusing entirely on relations. 


Up to now, Sculpture and Architecture have obliterated space as space through division. 
New Sculpture and Architecture must obliterate the artwork as an object or thing. 


Each art has its specific expression, its particular nature. "While the content of all arts is the 
same, the possibilities for plastic exteriorization differ. These possibilities arise for each art in its 
particular domain and remain confined to it. Each art has its own means of expression. It follows 
that each art must find the necessary transformations of its plastic means for itself, means which 
will remain delimited by their own boundaries. This is also why the technical possibilities of one art 
should not be judged according to those of another art. They should be judged in themselves and in 
relation to the art in question." (De Stijl, year 1, page 3.) 


"In any case, in a period of advanced spirituality and despite differences in plastic means, 
every art, whatever it may be, strives towards plastic expression in terms of balanced relations, for it 
is the balance of relations that most purely expresses the harmony and unity inherent to the spirit." 
(De Stijl, year 1, page 4.) 


If the so-called plastic arts express themselves more or less through coarse material, Music 
and the Art of the Word (as "sound") use a much more subtle material. This is a crucial difference 
that makes them entirely distinct arts. 


If noise is transformed into sound, the properties of noise remain valid. Does noise take on a 
delimited form? If color takes form, it can be neutralized through color opposition or straight lines: 
is the same reduction possible for sound? 


The Art of the Word is the plasticity of sound and idea. Even figurative speech contains 
sound, although we do not hear it. In the current use of the word, the purely abstract appearance is 
obscured, disturbed by materialized sound, traditional plastic exteriorization, and debased idea. The 
Art of the Word cannot, therefore, be the immediate plastic expression of the universal with the 
plastic means available today. And yet... it is evident that abstract beauty will eventually also reveal 
itself in this last art. Just like Music, the Art of the Word will have to traverse a much longer path to 
achieve truly new plasticity than the so-called plastic arts. 


It follows that the easier it is to purify the plastic means of an art, the quicker it will achieve 
the New Plasticity. Different arts do not reach the same depth at the same time because, being 
different manifestations of the universal, they do not mature simultaneously. 
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Verbal Plasticity will free itself from form, that is, from the dominating delimitation, much 
more slowly than Painting. 


The word, indeed, evokes the individual in us much more than the natural appearance of the 
thing it expresses: the word has become our representation of sensible reality. The word is also (as a 
linguistic element) a utility. Since the individual dominates everywhere in the world, language finds 
its main basis in the individual. Thus, attachment to the individual will obscure the pure expression 
of the word. Even if the new spirit, as it grows, manages to undo this link, the word will retain its 
individual plastic expression. 


Nevertheless, the word as a linguistic element remains necessary to name things. The 
separation between the word-as-language and the word-as-art would likely place the latter too far 
outside of life. 


This is why, where the so-called plastic arts manage to directly cancel form, the Art of the 
word will have to destroy it indirectly... at least in the immediate future. The idea of the word will 
transform as a meaning in our consciousness through a contrarian plasticity, for only this can 
remove the delimitation from the word. And then the new idea, through a natural transition, will 
approach the suppression of form. 


In a very distant future, the word will need to be recreated without form, meaning it would 
become a new type of “sound” without containing delimitation either as sound or as idea. The word 
could also be represented solely by form. Sounds, signs, or forms would need to be newly created as 
“sound-plastic” that would be the pure plastic exteriorization of the universal, thus of the most 
profound individual. Only then would the Art of the word have a pure plastic means to express, 
through composition, the relations in terms of their balance. 


For now, we must limit ourselves to the indirect suppression of form, as it is individualized 
in the word at present. To do this, it will need to be opposed to what it is not, while still being part 
of it: its opposite. One becomes two: “one” and “the other.” One knows and sees itself through the 
other. (De Stijl, year 1, N. B., art. 6.) Thus, the delimitation of the word is removed, its content 
expanded; it is expressed plastically in its entirety. By showing the actions of things completely and 
clearly, approximate description and the dominant tragic disappear through plastic balance. As soon 
as things are shown in complete clarity, they are removed as ideas: only the plasticity of relations 
remains. Thus, the Art of the word becomes the plastic expression in balanced relations... despite 
what limitations the plastic means might have. 


In Painting, the New Plasticity employs exteriorizing color, although plastic expression 
through the duality of position and straight line is the purest. In the Art of the word as well, the 
plasticity (at least for the present time) will remain close to the external. To reach the defined, the 
Art of the word will have to temporarily use its current means. It must express itself plastically 
through the multiplicity of varied relations. Just as in Painting, the New Plasticity has its 
dimensional relation, it has in the Art of the word not only this but also content, as an opposition 
relation. Through its multiple aspects and different relations, one and the same thing will be better 
known, several words will be expressed in a more defined plasticity. The new art of the word will 
determine for itself how far the opposition of contraries can be useful. The essential point is that the 
principles of contraries dominate the entire work as well in its composition as in the balanced 
relation of its plastic means. Each artist must seek the best way to achieve this. He will use 
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and improve upon the refinements introduced in Syntax, Typography, etc., already discovered by 
the Futurists, Cubists, and Dadaists. He will also make use of everything that comes from life, 
science, and beauty. But above all, he will be guided by pure plastic perception. (De Stijl, year 2, 
Trialogue, scene 3.) 


In classical and romantic literature, one also finds the expression of the action of opposites... 
but without the plasticity of the word and obscured by description. Dr. H. Schoenmaekers attempted 
to demonstrate that Bernard Shaw in his Candida opposes psychological opposites. Similarly, in 
ancient Indian literature, two things often appear to annihilate each other. Thus, opposites do not yet 
manifest in art as the plastic expression of the word (morphoplastic). By focusing on the "external," 
recent times have arrived at the plastic expression through analogies by simply placing them next to 
each other. Thus, the object and its action change and expand in expression, but this plastic 
transformation does not yet contain complete balanced plasticity. Nevertheless, the old conception 
of composition is demolished and the new can emerge. From the "external-individual" maturing, 
things are born in their entirety, and through this, the universal achieves direct plastic expression. 


Being more abstract than the natural appearance, the word represents the content and 
appearance of everything that is. It contains a whole world of beauty within a few signs or sounds. 
The new Art wants to express this precisely determined world in plastic terms. Currently, everything 
is vague in the singular word. This vagueness becomes a bit clearer through composition and 
proportion but remains obscured by form. The word, as a form, is a limitation, and this limitation 
partly depends on ourselves. Everyone sees a sphere in their own way, but for everyone, a sphere 
remains a sphere. We then see the content of things in relation to our own content, penetrating more 
or less to the universal and thus resolving a bit of our particular vision. A sphere is a world in itself 
and a world outside of itself: our personality sees only a part of it. It only sees the part that reaches 
its consciousness, as a result of our external life. Thus, the sphere becomes the representation of our 
subjective thought in relation to that sphere. 


Art transcends particular thought just as the unconscious (the universal) transcends 
individual consciousness. If, in the moment of aesthetic creation, the universal (the unconscious) 
pierces the conscious, when the complete vision of things finally arrives, the particular no longer 
matters. This is why the vocation of art lies in the plastic suppression of particular thought. 


The Futurists wanted to free the word from the idea. D. Braga says: "Art will henceforth do 
without the idea. It is the Idea that drags the past. It fixes perceptions, giving them the logical form 
that allows them to endure in minds. Marinetti hates intelligence." But... if our consciousness 
attributes content and meaning to the word, this meaning must inevitably reach us through 
intelligence. Is it possible to disregard intelligence in modern man if he experiences aesthetic 
emotion? The new man unites feeling and intelligence into a unity. When he thinks, he feels; when 
he feels, he thinks. Both are in him, despite him, living automatically. (De Stijl, year 1, N. B., art. 
5.) The emotion of beauty constantly vibrates throughout his being: thus, it achieves the abstract 
plastic expression of his entire being. 


In past mentalities, either intelligence or feeling acted: one would dominate the other in turn. 
This mentality separated the two and 
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gave rise to animosity. If the Futurists despise intelligence, it indicates they are still thinking about 
this issue within the old mentality. If the Futurists despise intelligence, it indicates they are still 
thinking about this issue within the old mentality. With the new spirit, feeling and intelligence 
change their nature: particular thought ceases to exist. Particular thought is different from 
concentrated, creative thought, which is a feeling of introspection. The former produces descriptive 
and morphoplastic art, while the latter leads to purely plastic appearance. This is the universal 
versus the individual. 


The New Plastic agrees with Futurism in wanting to eliminate the "self" in art. It even goes 
further than them. The Futurists’ art reveals that they do not grasp the consequences of New Plastic. 
They sought to replace the "exhausted psychology of man" with "the lyrical obsession with matter." 
Futurism primarily appeals to sensation. It is the frenzy of ambiance, or, to borrow a formula from 
Marinetti himself, a lyrical physiology of matter. (D. Braga.) 


Their lyrical remains descriptive, and in painting, the Futurists even fell into symbolism. 
Despite their penetration of matter, they did not achieve the plastic expression of all matter (both 
matter and energy). They did not achieve the expression of both in a balanced relationship. 


Through active concentration, "thinking-in-beauty" or "feeling-in-beauty" can dominate in 
the artwork, or they can be united in a single way of being. The first mode produces prose, the 
second poetry, and the third the New Art of the word. 


directed solely toward truth remains within the realm of pure reason and is not art. 
However, creative thought is plastic. Both Philosophy and Art express the universal plastically: the 
former expresses it in truth, the latter in beauty. Since truth and beauty are fundamentally one, it is 
illogical to deny the evident kinship between these two plastics. Art is merely the plastic expression 
of man in his entirety; nothing should be lacking. Some advanced minds entirely reject logic: is that 
liberating art? Is art not an exteriorization of logic? 


One does not succeed in liberating the word from thought by simply placing words next to 
each other without any connection, as the Dadaists intended: "Each word-island must present abrupt 
contours on the page. It will be placed here (or there just as well) like a pure tone; and nearby, other 
pure tones will vibrate but with such an absence of relations that it allows no association of 
thoughts. Thus, the word will be freed from all its previous meanings, finally! and from the 
evocation of the past." (André Gide, speaking about the Dada movement.) 


Just as in the plasticity of other arts, we see in Music, which is behind us, a confusion of the 
active and passive, although there are clearer constructions and more marked oppositions (e.g., in 
Bach's fugues). But most often, the constructive plasticity is obscured by descriptive melody. Most 
frequently, rhythm, as in pictorial or sculptural plasticity, was capricious. This was acceptable in a 
time when individual feeling dominated: it was the correct expression. Now, it is no longer 
acceptable. The new spirit demands, in Music as elsewhere, a plastic equivalence of the individual 
and the universal in conjunction with a balanced proportion. To achieve this, one must reduce the 
individual and emphasize the universal to reach an equivalent, contrary, and neutralizing duality. 
This duality must be expressed plastically in sound 
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just as the New Plastic, in the so-called plastic arts, expresses itself through a normal duality of 
opposition (in the mathematical sense): the active and the passive, the inner and the outer, the 
masculine and the feminine, the spirit and matter (which are unified in the universal). But how can 
this be achieved in sound, which remains noise, in the rounded undulation, by highlighting one 
aspect and internalizing the other? Music must seek this and is already finding it. 


Isn’t it evident in New Music that the descriptive, old melody is already losing its 
dominating power? Hasn’t a different "color" appeared in music, a less natural color, and a 
different, more abstract rhythm? Isn’t there a beginning of a neutralizing opposition? (For example, 
in some stylistic experiments by the Dutch composer Van Domselaer). 


Nonetheless, the old mentality will continue to obstruct the new spirit for a long time, 
especially in music, as it is particularly suited for tragic expression. However, life goes on: ordinary 
life, with its real necessities, will influence art, thereby accelerating its evolution. Alas, art—for the 
weak—remains the prime field for falling asleep in traditional beauty, lulled by the comforting 
rhythm of the agreeable and the pretty. 


The multifaceted life, even outside of art, will erode old music and support the new. 
Nowadays, amidst traditional music, appears somewhat abruptly, perhaps, the jazz band which 
dares to abruptly dismantle melody, using sharp and strange noises to oppose the roundness of 
sound, and though it has not yet completely abandoned old instruments, it contrasts them with 
newer, more modern ones. Traditionalists may protest as much as they want, but the new spirit is in 
motion and nothing will stop it. 


If financial power were not the domain of the past, the new spirit (which has become 
conscious in some individuals because it is too repressed by its surroundings) would show itself 
more perfectly and in a broader circle. However, at present, the new spirit has nothing to gain from 
a total upheaval of our society: as long as people are not "new," there is no place for "the new." 


Without diminishing, for Music, the effort towards a "new state," it must be acknowledged 
that while there have been many innovations, the great renovation has not yet arrived. This is also 
true for Painting preceding Neo-Plasticism. We can never appreciate enough the work and 
movement of the Cubists, Futurists, or Dadaists, but as long as they use morphoplastic techniques, 
even if refined or stylized, they will not reach the new mentality and will not completely dismantle 
the old one. 


It is clear that the "Neo-Plasticists" desire "the new" in all the arts and try to dedicate their 
energies to it. But without financial means, it is not possible to realize it experimentally. If social 
and material circumstances were favorable, it would not be impossible, since fundamentally all arts 
are one. But currently, each profession needs all its strength. The time of "Patrons" has passed, and 
the Neo-Plasticist cannot imitate a Da Vinci. All they can do (and they are not even allowed to do 
this) is use logic to present their ideas about the other arts. 


As mentioned earlier, the plastic medium of Music must be internalized. The musical scale 
with its seven tones was based on morphoplastic principles. Just as the seven colors of the prism 
unite in natural appearance, the seven tones of Music merge as an apparent unity. In their natural 
order, tones, like colors, express natural harmony. 


Modern music has attempted to annihilate proportional plasticity 
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but, by not daring to alter either the natural scale or the traditional instruments, it continues to 
adhere to natural plasticity. 


Ancient harmony represents natural harmony. It is expressed through the harmony of the 
seven tones but does not reflect the equivalence of nature and spirit. For the "new man," only the 
latter exists. The new harmony is a dual harmony, meaning a duality of spiritual harmony and 
natural harmony. It reveals itself as both internal and external harmony: both expressed outwardly 
through internalization. Only the most external can be plastically expressed through natural 
harmony, while the most internal does not express itself plastically. 


Thus, the new harmony can never be expressed as nature is; it is the harmony of art. This 
artistic harmony is so distinct from natural harmony that we prefer to use the term "equivalent ratio" 
rather than "harmony" in the New Plasticity. However, we should not attach the meaning of 
"symmetrical" to the term "equivalent ratio." The equivalent ratio is expressed plastically through 
opposites and neutralizing contrasts, which, in the old sense, are not harmonious. 


The three primary colors—red, yellow, and blue—remain prismatic colors despite the 
distance separating them in the spectrum and despite the Neo-Plasticism that does not express them 
in their spectral appearance. If we express these colors according to their scientific or natural laws, 
we would merely be expressing natural harmony in another way. Since New Plasticity seeks to 
abolish the natural, it is logical to place these three colors in painting and the corresponding tones in 
music into different ratios of dimension, strength, color, or tonality while maintaining aesthetic 
balance. Thus, one could say that New Plasticity is not harmonious (according to the old definition 
of the word) and does not express unity precisely where it does so in a greater perfection, as it 
eliminates the apparent unity of nature. 


This "disharmony" (according to the old concept) will be fought and attacked everywhere in 
the new art as long as the new harmony is not understood. In our time, characterized by efforts 
toward unity in all areas, it is crucial to distinguish between real unity and apparent unity, between 
the universal and the individual. Thus, we distinguish aesthetic harmony from natural harmony. As 
human beings, we have a tendency to conceive unity as a vision or individual idea. Our "conscious 
self" seeks unity but in a misguided way. Our "unconscious self," being itself "unity," naturally 
leads us toward clarity, first obscured and then clearly (when the unconscious becomes conscious, 
as mentioned earlier). Hence, we see apparent unities (and thus natural harmonies) progressively 
destroyed until the true unity, the real harmony, reveals itself. 


The individual conscious mind only employs natural expression, even if it aims to proceed 
logically or "reason." But the unconscious within us warns that we must follow a particular path in 
art. If we do so, it is not a sign of an unconscious act. On the contrary, it shows in our ordinary 
consciousness a greater awareness of our unconscious: the unconscious dismisses the conscious 
individual with all its knowledge. In art, one cannot ignore the human being itself, and it is its 
relation to "what is," rather than "what is" alone, that creates art. 


We have a tendency to apply the old, natural conception of harmony in art. This is why we 
adhere to the natural succession and relationship of the seven spectral colors and the corresponding 
seven tones. But in the past, 
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art already showed the way. There, it broke the natural succession of colors and tones. In the old 
conception, Music thus sought, through various means, a different harmony (though it did not 
achieve clarity). 


If one were to attempt, as in Gregorian music, to deepen the dominant natural elements 
through simplification and purification, one would only arrive at another form of sentimental 
expression. Modern music has tried to free itself from the old form, but it "ignores" the old rather 
than constructing a new appearance. This stems from the fact that it still retains the old bases in its 
construction. Any art movement that does not clearly represent the new spirit is misguided. 

However, in searching, one eventually reaches the truth, but not before its time has come. 
Superficially, one may believe to find it in the search, but in reality, it will only be found when the 
new spirit has matured. 


Listening to modern musicians who have not radically broken with sentimental 
instrumentation, we feel that the times are not yet ripe for new music. Nevertheless, we see the new 
emerging through the old and observe the need for it in some. This fact should suffice. 


The old tonal scale, as well as traditional instruments, must be banned from music if the new 
spirit is to be expressed plastically. Besides a new composition, new plastic means must be created 
to achieve a new technique, similar to the so-called plastic arts. Just as color in painting, sound in 
music must be determined both by composition and by the plastic means if it is to act as an exact 
plastic means of the universal. Composition will achieve this through a new double harmony with 
neutralizing opposition. The plastic means will be reached through sounds that are fixed, flat, and 
pure. Each fundamental tone must be clearly defined, both by its opposite and by its own nature, as 
each instrument, by its nature and construction, has a timbre that causes much more than vibrations 
the more or less "natural" quality of the sound. 


String instruments, wind instruments, brass, etc., must be replaced by a battery of hard 
objects. The construction and material of the new instruments will be of the utmost importance. 
Thus, "hollow" and "curved" will be replaced by "flat" and "plane" because timbre depends on the 
shape and material used. This will require much research. As for the means of sound production, it 
will be preferable to use electricity, magnetism, and mechanics, as they better exclude the intrusion 
of the individual. 

The new work of art must be, in terms of content, a clear, balanced, and aesthetic plastic 
externalization of sound relations, without more. 


In Theater and Opera, the arts contribute to Dramatic Art. However, as in Gesture and 
Mimicry, the plastic externalization of the individual continues to dominate, the primitive 
conception of theater will gradually fade in the new art. Regardless of the deepening of gestures and 
mimicry, it remains true that movement describes "form" and does not purely and plastically 
express the individual-and-the-universal-in-balanced-relationship. Dramatic Art, being the plastic 
expression of an action or a state of mind using the human figure, is a reality in which the plastic 
expression of abstract reality has become an impossibility. 


For the new man, theater is, if not a nuisance, at least a superfluity. The new spirit, upon 
reaching its peak, will internalize gesture and mimicry: it will realize in daily life what the theater 


showed and described externally. 


However, as long as this point has not been reached, theater will retain its 
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purpose: it will fulfill a need through the continuity of the tragic, although the latter has lost its 
dominating power. Yet, in its new appearance, it must transform itself. 


The Futurists strongly sensed and expressed this in their manifesto. However, a logical 
transformation is not possible as long as the arts involved have not yet transitioned into the New 
Plasticity. 


Theater still finds its purpose by constituting, for many spectators, a convergence of all the 
arts that, by acting simultaneously, grant theater the power to move us more intensely and directly 
than each art form separately. It can evoke emotion through beauty or through the plastic 
externalization of the tragic. This is what characterizes theater and opera of the past and present. 


Even when taking into account the set design, theater would convey the tragic in three 
distinct ways, whereas opera would express it in four different ways. The New Plasticity movement 
moves away from traditional forms of representing tragedy and instead focuses on the artistic 
representation of beauty—understood as truth. It aims to make abstract beauty visible. This can be 
achieved in architecture by using new methods of incorporating color and form (referred to as 'New 
Chromoplastics'), which would replace older decorative styles. Similarly, for opera, new approaches 
in music would have a comparable effect. 


The New Art of the Word could precede the "beauty-as-truth" with verbal plasticity’s 
opposites. One might even "speak" the word without the appearance of the human figure. 


Thus, theater could become the great instigator of the "new" through representations in 
"New Plasticity." However, this will be postponed due to the considerable material challenges 
involved, as everything would need to be presented in an entirely new form, requiring immense 
preparation. 


The theater will wait until the other arts have transformed, and then it will follow naturally. 
The balanced relation, which the old theater plastically externalized in a negative form, "appears in 
the new." The effort towards harmony is evident in the old tragedy but is plastically expressed 
through disharmony or fictive harmony. 


In the new art, Dance (ballet, etc.) follows the same path as Gesture and Mimesis. It 
transitions from art into life. The spectacle of dance will be abandoned as rhythm is realized 
directly. New dances, beyond the art form—tango, foxtrot, etc.—already hint at the new idea of 
balance through opposition. This way, it becomes possible to physically experience the balanced 
reality. 


Decorative Arts disappear into Neo-Plasticism, just as Applied Arts do: furniture, pottery, 
etc., are born from the simultaneous action of new Architecture, Sculpture, and Painting, and are 
automatically regulated by the laws of New Plasticity. 


Thus, through the new spirit, Man creates new beauty, whereas in the past, he merely sang or 
plastically expressed the beauty of nature. This new beauty has become indispensable to the new 


man as it reflects his own image in equivalent opposition. THE NEW ART IS BORN. 


Paris, 1920. 


A NOTE FROM THE EDITOR 


This translation of Le Néo-plasticisme: Principe Général de l’Equivalence Plastique has been generated 
largely using ChatGPT. Consequently, this translation is copyright-free, however, the editor advises caution 
regarding the accuracy of the translation. Any feedback, especially corrections to the text, should be 
addressed to the editor. 


The abbreviation “N.B.” refers to Mondrian’s eleven part article (plus an additional supplement) entitled De 
Nieuwe Beelding in de schilderkunst, published in the journal De Stijl between 1917 and 1918. 


Confusion persists because of several different meanings of the word “plastic”: 

By “plastic”, Fine Arts mean the nature of visual forms. 

By “plastic”, Mondrian meant all that is tangible in space (excluding time). 

By “plastic”, Theo van Doesburg meant the elementary expression of aesthetics. 
By “plastic”, Theosophists meant the spiritual essence of matter. 

By “plastic”, M.H.J. Schoenmaekers meant the adaptability of matter and concepts. 


Should the reader experience problems understanding the word “plastic”, try instead substituting the word 
“visual”, or some variant of that word, at the first reading. Subsequent readings will, no doubt, capture more 


nuanced meanings. 


Edward Grabczewski 


egrabczewski@gmail.com 
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